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THE CURSE OF SPAIN, OR MR. BIGBAG'S 
SPECIAL FUNCTION 



BY VINCENTE BLASCO IBANEZ 



The great Don Jose, Member of Spain's House of Rep- 
resentatives, or the Cortes as they call it over there, had 
turned up somewhat unexpectedly at the chief town of the 
district he was so kind as to represent. No mere ordinary 
commonplace Member was Don Jose, who ran the show on 
a big scale both in the Cortes at Madrid and at home in his 
constituency; where indeed he counted for very much 
more than does the average American Member of Congress, 
in view of the fact that at each recurring election he regu- 
larly counted himself in. But just now there was no election 
on, and this was a surprise visit from him: so what could 
be more natural than that his highly flattered supporters 
should hasten to arrange for a grand function in his honour? 
The privilege of a visit from the great man was a thing they 
did not very often enjoy, for Don Jose never dreamed of 
living in his constituency; he was a magnificent grandee from 
Spain's far off capital, who simply condescended to sit in 
the Spanish Cortes for some out of the way district or other 
in the Province of Valencia; seldom indeed did he trouble, 
or rejoice, by his presence the humble folk down there whom 
he was supposed to represent, except of necessity at election 
times. The worthy rural voters spoke of him with awe as 
if he were Omnipotence personified, knowing him to be such 
an exalted figure, if you like, such an almighty boss away 
up in the political heaven of Madrid. 

" Bossism " is our American name for the corrupt rule 
of the political thimbleriggers who manipulate the votes of 
the electorate, but the thing itself is not unknown in some 
countries on the other side of the Atlantic, and it is the par- 
ticular curse of unhappy Spain. Nominally Spain enjoys 
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an admirable system of representative government: really 
the political bosses run it. All Spaniards know this per- 
fectly well, and the sardonic humour with which they relieve 
their feelings about an evil they are impotent to cure has 
found a name for the curse. In the days when Spain was 
great she conquered Mexico; and there she found a perfectly 
organized system at work, whereby every Mexican village 
had its own particular boss, who was entitled the cacique; 
and every village cacique had his district cacique to boss him ; 
and so on up to the head cacique of them all, the Emperor 
Montezuma himself. To-day the expressive Spanish name 
for the rule of the bosses is el cadquismo, cacique-ism. 

The grand function or fete in honour of Don Jose was 
held in the lovely gardens of the chief magistrate of the 
town, and a truly gorgeous feast it was ; the local band dis- 
coursed merry music, and all the women and children of the 
place peeped curiously over the wall to watch their betters 
eat. The rank and fashion of the district were there, along 
with the priests from half a dozen small towns around, come 
to do honour to their Member, whom priests and all looked 
up to as the staunch defender of moral order and sound re- 
ligious principles; there, too, were the magistrates responsi- 
ble for moral order in those same towns, accompanied by a 
host of humbler officials. These smaller fry were gentry 
the Member had to be especially careful to keep in good 
humour, for it was they who on every election day might be 
seen trotting along every highroad, making a bee-line for Don 
Jose, in order to hand in to him the election returns in proper 
order: proper order meant that the returns were all duly 
filled up, and duly signed with the official signatures, and 
sealed with the official stamps. The only parts left blank 
were the columns for the figures, which with brazen impu- 
dence purported to record the actual number of votes cast. 
The humble officials left these columns empty in order that 
Omnipotence as personified in their Member might fill them 
up for himself, corrupting their virgin purity with his mon- 
strous majorities. Indubitably Don Jose was a member 
who counted. 

A few years ago there was a celebrated boss who ruled 
New York, where his name and fame still survive on account 
of the cynical frankness of a certain remark of his : "I don't 
care who votes so long as I covint." That was the dictum 
of the great Boss Tweed, who later on fled to Spain, where 
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he died; the great Don Jose was shrewd enough to take a 
leaf out of his book ; and yet people say that Spaniards learn 
nothing. 

The gold spectacles and fashionable frock-coat of the 
Member shone conspicuous amid the best Sunday cassocks 
of the priests and the holiday clothes of the populace, creased 
from the press and redolent of camphor: yet gorgeous as he 
was to behold, His Omnipotence was not by any means the 
centre of attraction; in fact nobody looked or thought of 
looking at him. All eyes were centred on a short man in 
cord breeches, who wore a black handkerchief tied roxmd his 
head, showing off his lean, bronzed face and bull-dog jaw; 
a short, heavy, big bored gun was in his hand, and it seemed 
as if this blunderbuss was a part of himself, for he never 
moved a step without it. The man was the famous Quico 
' Bigbag ', the hero of the district, an outlaw with thirty 
years' exploits to his credit; he was affectionately known 
as Quico * for short, and Bigbag for the number of his 
victims; the younger folk regarded him with a superstitious 
awe, remembering their childhood and how often their 
mothers had terrified them into silence with the threat of 
" Bigbag's coming for you!" 

He had begun early; for as a boy in his teens he fell 
in love with a girl, found that two other youngsters were 
after her also, and shot the pair of them dead; after which 
he took to the mountains with his gun and led the life of a 
gentleman outlaw, a true knight-errant of the hills. To-day, 
there were more than forty indictments for murder hanging 
over him; but the indictments would have to wait till he 
should be so kind as to allow the police, those well armed 
and mounted riflemen who form rural police of Spain, to 
catch him. Catch him indeed ! He knew the mountains like 
a book and could skip like a goat from crag to crag; also 
he could hit a penny tossed up in the air with his bullet, so 
that at last the police had grown tired of interminable hunts, 
and finally declined now to see him at all. 

A robber he had never been! That was against his scruples 
as a man of honour! Up in the mountains he lived on the 
fare that the people of the hill-farms freely offered him, 
whether from admiration or fear, and if a real robber did 
happen to turn up in the district Bigbag shot him with no 
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more ado; as a man of honour he must decline to be made 
responsible for other men's robberies. Shed blood? Why, 
yes, certainly, and wade in it knee-deep if necessary. He 
made no more account of killing a man than of kicking a 
stone out of his road. In short he was a wild beast and a 
very dangerous one. He was equally handy with bullet 
or knife, and he was always ready for a scrap, anywhere and 
in any style: he would fight face to face if his enemies had 
the pluck to meet him in the open, or if they tried his own 
game of bushwhacking he could outstalk the stalkers and 
they foimd themselves filled full of lead before they knew 
where they were. He had cleared the mountains of other 
outlaws simply because he didn't want competitors; he had 
shot down his personal enemies on the highway, this par- 
ticular foe to-day and t'other to-morrow, just exactly as he 
foimd it convenient ; and more than one fine Sunday morning 
had found him in the streets of a town, waiting patiently 
till high mass was over; the priests were far too much his 
good friends for him ever to think of interrupting them at 
a religious service; but when they had finished their job he 
would calmly put a brace of bullets into some local bigwig 
who had offended him (or his protector the Madrid grandee) 
and leave his victim lying. Nobody dreamed of interfering 
with him now, nor did the police ever think of bothering him, 
for here came in the curse of Spain. Mr. Bigbag had taken 
to politics, and had proved himself an absolutely invaluable 
aid to the politician. There he was, always ready to kill 
somebody or other, even if he hardly had the pleasure of 
knowing them by sight, in order to assure the return of 
Don Jose as perpetual Member for the district. It never 
entered the brute's dull brain that he had now become a mere 
tentacle of Spain's great electoral octopus, whose central 
ganglion lay far away in the office of a certain great cacique 
at Madrid. Bigbag lived in a little rural village not far 
from the country town, and he had his home there like any 
respectable man; he had been married by his parish priest, 
with all due forms and ceremonies of Holy Church, to the 
beautiful girl he had first fallen in love with, and for whose 
sake he had shot that unlucky pair of rivals who became his 
first victims. He was the afFectionate father of a fine fam- 
ily of children, and a good neighbour. As for the police, 
they had their orders, and he was on the best of terms with 
them; he always offered them a cigarette out of his case 
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when they met, and if it did ever happen that some exploit 
of his obliged them to make a pretence of looking for him, 
he merely went off for a few days' hunting in the mountains 
and took a nice little sporting excursion. 

It was well worth while to watch all the leading men of 
the neighbourhood while the fimction was in progress mak- 
ing up to the outlaw and paying him attention. Nothing 
was too good for the real hero of the day. " Come now, Mr. 
Bigbag, may I not help you to this excellent liver wing? " 
" Bigbag, won't you try a glass of this good wine? It's been 
years in my cellar." Why, the very priests themselves, with 
a jovial " Ha, ha," slapped him on the shoulder and laughed 
paternally. "Oho, Mr. Bigbag! Well, to be sure! 'Tis 
you that are the great man here to-day! " And it was quite 
true that the function was given specially for him. For him, 
and him alone, had the omnipotent Don Jos6 put oflF his 
journey to Valencia and waited at the county town. The 
Member had found it desirable to aUay his supporter's fears 
and to put an end to his rather ominous growls. 

As a reward for his electioneering exploits, Bigbag had 
been promised a full and free pardon by Don Jose; and the 
outlaw, who felt himself growing old and wished for a quiet 
life as a respectable farmer, had placed himself at the dis- 
posal of the all-powerful Member of the Cortes, believing 
in his ignorance that every fresh barbarity he perpetrated 
was only accelerating his pardon. 

But the years went by, the promises remained promises, 
and the outlaw, firmly believing in the Member's omnipo- 
tence, inclined to attribute the delay to contempt or neglect. 
His patience at last exhausted, he began to threaten; and 
Don Jose got a shock which made him feel like a lion-tamer 
when his wild beast turns on him. Every week now the out- 
law wrote to him, to Madrid, and every letter was a threat. 
These letters, scrawled by that blood-spattered fist, got on 
the member's nerves, and he felt it necessary to visit his con- 
stituency. 

The pair of them were a sight to see, talking after dm- 
ner in a comer of the gardens; the Member fawning and 
obsequious, Bigbag frowning and ill-humoured. 

" My dear Quico, this is your special function, and it is 
solely and entirely to see you that I am here," insisted Don 
Jose, emphasizing the honour of his visit. " But what's your 
hurry? Aren't you all right, my dear Quico? You are per- 
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f ectly safe ; I have recommended you to the Governor of the 
province; the police let you alone; what more do you want? " 

Nothing, and everything. It was true that they let him 
alone, but there was no certainty about it. Times might 
change, and then he'd have to take to the hills again. He 
wanted what he had been promised, the pardon, by heavens ! 
He enumerated his claims in his own Valencian dialect, 
more intelligible than his shaky Castilian. 

" You shall have it, man. You shall have it. It's just 
ready ; you may expect it in a day or two." 

Bigbag smiled bitterly. He wasn't such a fool as they 
thought him. He had been to see a lawyer in Valencia, and 
the lawyer had laughed at him and his pardon. He must let 
himself be caught, patiently accept the two hundred or three 
hundred years' imprisonment that his innumerable sentences 
would tot up, and when he had done a fair share of his time 
in prison, say, a hundred years or so, then perhaps the pardon 
might come along. By heavens, he wasn't the sort of man 
to get oif jokes on! And some people had better remember 
it, too! 

The Member turned pale ; he saw that the outlaw's con- 
fidence in him was shaken, was all but lost. 

" My dear Quico, your lawyer friend is a perfect ass. 
Do you imagine that there is any mortal thing the Govern- 
ment can't do in this country? You may count on being 
clear from all penalties, absolutely clear. I take mv oath 
on it." 

And knowing of old the power of his most crafty tongue 
over that dull brain, he swept the outlaw off his feet by a 
flow of words that hypnotized him with their plausibility. 

Little by little the outlaw's confidence in the Member 
returned. Well, then, he would wait, but it should be only 
for one month and not a day longer. If by that date the 
pardon had not arrived he would write no more letters nor 
trouble to speak to him again. Don Jose might be a Member 
of the Cortes and a very grand gentleman, but when it came 
to bullets one man was as good as another. 

With that threat he took his leave, picked up his beloved 
blunderbuss, and bowed his farewell to the whole party as- 
sembled. He was going home, and he wanted to get there 
before dark, for truly great men like Bigbag only turn night- 
birds when actually compelled. 

As a companion he had the butcher of his village, a youth- 
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ful and enthusiastic worshiper who adored the outlaw's su- 
perb courage and skill, and followed him everywhere like a 
devotee. 

The Member saw them off with feline affability. 

" Good-bye, my dear Quico," he said, with a confidential 
squeeze of the outlaw's hand. " Don't you worry ; you are 
going to be quite all right in no time. I hope all your beau- 
tiful children are very well, and tell your good lady that I 
have never forgotten how thoroughly comfortable she made 
me when I was your guest." 

The outlaw and his acolyte took their places in their vil- 
lage carrier's cart, where three old women made room for 
them, saluting " Mr. Quico " warmly, while the children 
passed their little hands over that terrible blunderbuss of 
his as if it was a sacred image. 

The carrier's cart proceeded on its way, bumping along 
the road through the orange gardens, where the trees were 
now in full flower. The irrigating channels flashed back the 
soft light of the evening sun, and the air breathed of Spring 
and was filled with the murmur of innumerable flies that 
buzzed everywhere. 

Bigbag was in a good temper at last. A hundred times 
he had had his pardon promised to him, but this time there 
was going to be no mistake about it. His admiring squire 
listened respectfully, but said nothing. They saw two police- 
men in the road, and Bigbag, who knew them quite well, 
turned round in his seat to give them a friendly greeting. 

Round the next comer there were two more policemen, 
and the young butcher jumped on his seat as if a pin had 
been stuck in him. He was nervous. Two couples of police- 
men in one short bit of road were a good many. The out- 
law set his mind at rest. That was nothing to get scared 
over. The police had been brought in from all the covmtry 
roimd for Don Jos6's visit. 

But a little further on they found a third pair of police- 
men, who like the other couples followed slowly in the rear 
of the cart, and the butcher could stand it no longer. He 
smelt the biggest kind of a rat. " Bigbag, it's not too late! 
Jump off instantly ; make a bolt across covmtry ; and get into 
the mountains. If it turns out that it is not you they want, 
you can come down home after nightfall." 

" Yes, Mr. Quico, yes," cried the alarmed dames. " Oh, 
do go." 
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But Mr. Quico laughed at the fears of these folk, 

" Get on, carrier, get on," was all he said. 

And the cart moved on, till suddenly there sprang out 
on the road fifteen or twenty armed poUce, a whole troop 
of them with their rifles in their hands and a lieutenant at 
their head. Through the openings of the cart they stuck the 
muzzles of those rifles and covered the outlaw, who cahnly 
sat still, while the women and children flung themselves 
squealing on the floor of the cart. 

" Bigbag, come out of that or you're a dead man," said 
the lieutenant. 

The outlaw calmly got down along with his satellite, and 
the police had grabbed his blunderbuss away from him before 
ever his feet touched the ground. He was still under the 
strong fascination of his omnipotent protector's reassuring 
language, and he decided not to attempt resistance lest a 
new crime should impede the progress of the famous pardon. 

He called the butcher to him, and bade him run back to 
the town and tell Don Jose. This must be all a mistake, an 
order misunderstood. 

The yovmg man saw the police forcibly shoving the pris- 
oner along towards the nearest orange grove, and he ran 
straight down the road, on past the three couples of police- 
men who had followed the cart in the rear. He did not get 
much further, for almost immediately he found himself face 
to face with a gentleman on horseback; it was one of the 
county magnates who had been at the function. " Don Jose ! 
Where's Don Jose? " he asked eagerly. 

The county magnate smiled as if he had a shrewd guess 
as to what was up. He explained that Don Jose wasn't 
there ; the very moment Bigbag left the place the Member 
for the district had started off as quick as he could go for 
Valencia. 

Then the butcher understood everything, the flight of the 
Member, the smile of the county magnate, the amused look 
he had noted on the face of the lieutenant when the outlaw 
called so loudly for his protector, declaring that he was the 
victim of a mistake. 

The butcher wheeled sharp round and sped back to the 
orange grove; but before he got there a little puff of smoke, 
soft and white as cotton wool, rose over the tree-tops, and 
he heard the bang-bang-bang of a crashing volley, long and 
ragged, as if the very earth were being rent asunder. 
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He found him lying on his hack on the reddening ground, 
the hody half in and half out of the shade of the tree against 
which they had shot him, the earth wet with the blood bub- 
bling from the shattered head. The flies, drunk with the 
perfume of the oranges, shone in the sun like golden sparks 
as they danced wildly round the bloody lips of the corpse. 

The disciple tore his hair. " Sangre de cristo! Was that 
how they killed men who 'were men? " 

The lieutenant slapped him on the shoulder. " That's 
just exactly how, my sucking outlaw; that's the way you 
rogues finish! " 

The sucking outlaw swung himself round fiercely, but 
he did not turn his face towards the police ofiicer; his gaze 
was turned far away across the hills toward the Valencia 
road, and his tear-dimmed eyes seemed to say : " Rogues, 
oh yes, rogues if you like ! but the biggest is not poor Big- 
bag here but him yonder running away, the grand Madrid 
gentleman who has skipped." 

ViNCENTE BlASCO IbA^EZ. 



